
Orphans of the NPS
The NPS Clearinghouse

Kathleen Byrne

What do the Thomas Moran paintings hanging in the
Interior Secretary’s office, a 17th-century bel-

larmine jug at Colonial National Historical Park, and a
brush without most of its bristles have in common?  They
were or are all part of the NPS Clearinghouse collection
of museum objects, sometimes referred to as the
“orphans of the National Park Service.”

In direct contrast to the site-specific nature of museum
collections in the parks, the NPS Clearinghouse serves as
a repository for an eclectic collection of objects that were
brought together due to their lack of provenience to any
NPS site. Many of the objects were received from parks
because the objects did not fit within the Scope of
Collection for the park. Others were purchased and
deposited at the Clearinghouse until they might be need-
ed at a park or a future site, and some are of unknown or
lost provenience.

The Clearinghouse is one of the programs of the
Curatorial Services Division, Washington Office, but it is
located, along with the National Catalog, in the bomb-
shelter underneath the Mather Employee Development
Center in Harpers Ferry, WV. A few large objects are
stored at the Museum and Archeological Regional
Storage facility in Maryland. In the early 1980s the
Clearinghouse stopped accepting the physical custody of
objects, with the goal of deaccessioning the entire collec-
tion and discontinuing storage. Since 1985, the collection
has dropped in size from approximately 3,100 objects to
1,600. Nearly 300 objects of the current total are on loan
with the intention of deaccessioning them when NPS
deaccessioning authority is expanded to include transfers
or donations outside the Service.

The majority of the present collection consists of 19th-
to mid-20th century history objects, including furnish-
ings, clothing, textiles, tools, ceramics, prints, and various
miscellaneous materials. Although some of these objects,
like the brush without bristles, are in poor condition,
many could be placed on exhibit or in a study collection.
The Clearinghouse staff advertises these objects through
inventory lists and the Clearinghouse Classifieds, a
newsletter of excess and needed objects that is sent
throughout the Service and to over 200 non-NPS muse-
ums. The latest issue of the Classifieds included ads for
lamp chimneys, pipe bowls, coverlets, and coats at the
Clearinghouse and ads from Morristown National
Historical Park, Joshua Tree National Monument, and the
Department of the Interior Museum.

Most Clearinghouse objects, such as the bellarmine jug
transferred to Colonial, are transferred to parks; howev-
er, Clearinghouse objects are also on loan to several insti-
tutions, including the Smithsonian, Westpoint, and the
Old Executive Office Building. In recent years, the
Clearinghouse staff has conducted several exchanges of
Clearinghouse objects for objects needed by parks.

The Clearinghouse staff is available to assist parks in
transferring or exchanging objects that are outside the
approved Scope of Collection Statement and in acquiring
objects, either from the Clearinghouse collection or other
sources, to fill needs identified in a park’s Scope of
Collection Statement. To this end, parks, non-NPS insti-
tutions, and individuals are encouraged to place ads in
the Clearinghouse Classifieds. Ads are free and may
include non-museum objects. To place an ad or be placed
on the Classifieds mailing list, contact the NPS
Clearinghouse at the Bombshelter, Harpers Ferry, WV
25425, or phone 304-535-6202.
_______________
Kathleen Byrne is a staff curator in the Curatorial Services
Division, Harpers Ferry, WV.

NPS Joins Test of
Micromist Fire
Suppression System

John E. Hunter

The National Park Service is always looking for new
and innovative ways to better protect its cultural

resources. Improving the quality of fire detection and
suppression and encouraging their more widespread use
are high priorities. For this reason, the NPS is taking a
hard look at a new type of fire suppression system just
introduced into this country.

A micromist system under testing by Reliable
Automatic Sprinkler Corporation, Beaumac Corporation,
Marriott Hotels, and the University of Maryland Fire and
Rescue Institute is an unusual variation of a water sprin-

kler system. Taking water from either a fire main or a
fixed quantity tank, the micromist system discharges
water at about 1000 psi pressure through 1/2" stainless
steel tubing. Special fine orifice nozzles located along the
tubing inject an extremely fine aerosol (about 9-15
microns diameter) of water droplets into the air, produc-
ing a high efficiency cooling fog, which extinguishes fires
with significantly less water than other standard sprin-
kler methods. Initial tests on mocked-up hotel rooms, for
example, have demonstrated extinguishment with about
1-4 gallons of water, including fires set under beds. This
amount of water contrasts dramatically with the usual
20-40 gallons of water discharged per minute by a typical
conventional sprinkler head.

The micromist system is activated by smoke detection
equipment in the same way that gaseous extinguishing
systems, such as Halon 1301, are activated.

Tests on similar systems in Europe showed them to be
safe in computer rooms, switch gear rooms, store rooms,
marine engine rooms, shipboard quarters and public
areas, and a variety of other structures and spaces. The



small volume of water typically discharged causes no
problems with energized electrical gear or computers.
The water has demonstrated capability to wash harmful
smoke particles, including corrosive PVC gases, from the
air. Spaces protected by micromist systems do not have
to be evacuated or sealed prior to discharge, as is the case
with gaseous agent systems, such as the halons and
recently developed halon alternatives. The water poses
no life safety hazard, unlike many gaseous agents, and is
environmentally safe. Micromist piping and nozzles are
very simple in construction which enhances system relia-
bility. The system takes up much less space than a sprin-
kler system, since pipe sizes, control equipment, water
supply, and pumps typically are much smaller.

At this time, micromist systems are not listed by
Underwriters Laboratories (UL) or Factory Mutual (FM),
and do not conform to any existing standard of the
National Fire Protection Association (NFPA). However,
NFPA has formed a new water mist standards technical
committee, and listings are expected in the future.

The micromist development team is working with a
number of cultural heritage agencies, including the NPS,
the Library of Congress, the National Gallery of Art, and
several Canadian and European institutions, to test the
system in late 1993 through mid-1994. The tests will

include exposure of museum, library, and archival mate-
rials to fire and water discharge, and subsequent evalua-
tion of those materials for damage by conservators and
curators. Limits of extinguishing capability also are
expected to be identified during the test program. If dam-
age is shown to be minimal or non-existent, once the sys-
tem has UL, FM, and NFPA approval, it should be an
extremely viable alternative to halon systems. The
micromist system also may prove to be a desirable way
to protect historic structures in which conventional sprin-
kler systems can be very difficult or expensive to install.

Upon completion of the University of Maryland tests,
the NPS will disseminate the results of the tests through
agency safety and cultural resources channels. The
micromist system may be recommended for small space
applications and to replace existing halon suppression
systems which are being phased out because of new
Environmental Protection Agency regulations restricting
the use of halons and other substances that damage the
Earth’s ozone layer.
_______________

John Hunter is supervisory staff curator in the Curatorial
Services Division, National Park Service, Harpers Ferry, WV.

It is No Small Thing to
Outwit Time1

Elizabeth M. Browning

Outwitting time was the underlying theme of the
Archeology and Ethnography Collections Care and

Maintenance course held in Tucson, AZ, in June of this
year. The concept of a training course emphasizing a pre-
ventive conservation approach to collections manage-
ment “grew out of the Pilot Training Program for
Collections Care and Maintenance funded by the Bay
Foundation and administered by the National Institute
for the Conservation of Cultural Property (NIC) in coop-
eration with the American Association of Museums and
the American Association for State and Local History.”2

Preventive conservation is the ongoing activity of non-
interventive actions taken to prevent damage to and to
minimize deterioration of objects housed in museums,
libraries, research centers, and similar institutions. As
part of the program, the Arizona State Museum devel-
oped a curriculum focused on the management of arche-
ology and ethnography collections. Three other museums
simultaneously developed curriculum for training staff
who care for fine arts, history, and natural sciences col-
lections. All four curricula, published by the NIC, are
available for use by museums in developing training
courses for site staff.

The course discussed here was adapted from the origi-
nal pilot training program and is currently funded by the
Cultural Resources Training Initiative of the National
Park Service (NPS). Since its first offering by the NPS in
1991, 60 participants have completed the course. The

two-week (80 hour) course is primarily designed to serve
non-Federal museums, Native American cultural centers,
historical societies, and other cultural institutions that
have limited opportunities or budgets for staff training.
The NPS funds travel and lodging costs, while the partic-
ipant’s institution or agency pays for daily meals and
incidental expenses. Only five of the twenty available
spaces may be filled by qualified applicants from the
Department of the Interior. Geographically, this year’s
class included participants from Alaska to Georgia,
Massachusetts to Micronesia. Agencies represented
included state museums,  historical societies, and preser-
vation agencies, Indian tribal museums and reservations,
private museums, the Bureau of Indian Affairs, and the
National Park Service. To qualify, applicants must be
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Constructing custom storage mounts was cited as one of the most beneficial ses-
sions of the course. 


